Expression and role of connective tissue growth factor in painful disc fibrosis and degeneration.
We collected the specimens of lumbar intervertebral discs from patients with discogenic low back pain, to study the histopathological features and connective tissue growth factor (CTGF) expressions. To study the expression and role of CTGF in fibrosis and degeneration of painful disc tissue. Previous studies have demonstrated that degenerative disc commonly showed fibrosis in histology. CTGF, a downstream effector mediated by transforming growth factor-beta1 (TGF-beta1), is commonly related to tissue fibrosis. We do not know whether CTGF is expressed in painful disc, and related to painful disc degeneration and fibrosis. This study included 43 lumbar intervertebral disc specimens from 28 patients with discogenic low back pain obtained during posterior lumbar interbody fusion and 16 asymptomatic degenerative discs from patients without low back pain. Further, 8 normal discs were included as controls. Their histopathological features were studied, and the expression of CTGF was assessed using immunohistochemistry. Histologic examination revealed that the painful discs showed chronic inflammatory reaction with blood vessel infiltration in varying degrees. The anulus fibrosus had lost its normal lamellar architecture, and instead, disorganization, disruption, and crossed fusion were observed. Normal fibroblasts were replaced by chondrocytes in the anulus fibrosus. The nucleus pulposus showed marked fibrosis, blood vessel infiltration, and inflammatory granulation tissue formation. Immunohistochemical staining demonstrated strong CTGF expression in the painful discs, weak expression in the asymptomatic degenerative disc, and no expression in the control discs. The painful degenerative disc is significantly different from the asymptomatic degenerative disc with regard to histopathological findings. The strong CTGF expression in the painful disc may be related to disc fibrosis and degeneration.